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Making a More Democratic Union 
Can Union Democracy Rebuild the Labor Movement? 
CARL BIERS 
En 1995, a group ofunion leaders led by John Sweeney put together the first in-urgency in the history oftheAFL-CIO. 
Sweeney's New Vision slate boldly criti-
cized the federation's incumbents for let-
ting the labor movement slip into malaise, 
for failing to organize, for allowing labor's 
political muscle to atrophy, and for gener-
ally failing to mount a challenge to the on-
going onslaught against working people. 
It proposed aggressive organizing and po-
litical action, alliances with community 
groups and students, and the development 
of minority leadership. When the New Vi-
sion team was elected at the federation's 
convention, their victory was welcomed 
eagerly by activists within the labor move-
ment who felt that the long-festering prob-
lems were finally being recognized. Ac-
tivists outside unions, who understood that 
a revived labor movement was an essen-
tial component for a broader coalition that 
could challenge the growing corporate 
dominance and income inequality, also 
welcomed the change. 
Now, six years later, the initial enthusi-
asm has given way to growing frustration. 
New Vision is falling short in its top prior-
ity: persuading affiliates to devote more re-
sources to new kinds of organizing. De-
spite notable gains by a few unions, mem-
bership continues to decline, both in abso-
lute numbers and as a percentage of the 
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Many unions, such as United Electrical (UE) embrace democratic principles, while others remain 
mired in bureaucratic top-down power systems. Graphic courtesy of UE 
workforce. Many unions stubbornly refuse 
to shift resources into organizing. 
As the official rebuilding strategy re-
veals its limits, however, another current 
based on rank-and-file democracy and 
militancy is making progress-from the 
bottom-up. In fact, labor's two most im-
portant victories of the past decade-the 
1997 Teamster UPS strike and the 1995 
Boeing machinists' strike-were the prod-
uct not of the AFL-CIO rebuilding strategy 
but oflong-term struggles by rank-and-file 
unionists against lethargic union bureaucra-
cies (see box on page two). While the ''offi-
cial" program is rightly critical of unions 
that fail to devote resources to organizing, 
it is silent on the pervasive apathy of the 
16-million workers who already belong to 
unions. This approach has been likened to 
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seeking a larger barrel of flat beer. (Some 
unions, caught up in the drive to increase 
membership, have pledged not to strike or 
to make only minimal contract demands 
in exchange for reduced opposition. One 
union noted for aggressive organizing has 
all but abandoned contract enforcement in 
its quest to make itself more palatable to 
nonunion employers.) 
Rebuilding Labor from Within 
The union democracy movement, in 
contrast, seeks to rebuild by organizing 
existing members to get active, to use their 
democratic rights to speak out, organize 
caucuses, and run for office, and to rebuild 
the organizations from within. It seeks to 
create power by organizing members and 
continued on page two 
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educating them not just on their rights in 
the workplace, but in the union as well, so 
that members can hold their union officials 
accountable. It seeks to make real what is 
sometimes just rhetoric about equality, dig-
nity, and respect. So, for example, while 
the AFL-CIO addresses lack of diversity 
by appointing people of color to top posts 
in the federation, the rank-and-file move-
ment, because it is based on democratic or-
ganizing principles of equality and fair-
ness, includes large numbers of people of 
color in unions where they have been tra-
ditionally kept out ofleadership positions. 
One of the most important aspects of this 
movement is that it is not dependent on the 
good intentions of those who are already 
at the helm of union bureaucracies. The 
AFL-CIO rebuilding program carefully 
avoids troubling questions of member apa-
thy, corruption, and internal democracy 
because raising such issues would scare 
off union officials who are fearful that a 
riled up membership might throw them out 
of office. Even though it is crafted to be 
palatable to "old guard" officials, only a 
handful of the federation's affiliates have 
done anything more than pay lip service to 
UPS and Boeing Strikes Flex Labor~ Muscle 
he successful 1997 UPS strike to de-
fend and increase the number of full-
· me "real jobs" was the most visible and 
important union victory in decades. It was 
also almost entirely the product of rank.-
and-file refonn activity. UPS workers were 
one of the earliest groups to get deeply 
· nvolved in battling racketeers in the Team-
sters union and represented an important 
pool of activists in Teamsters for a Demo-
cratic Union. Many of the strike's leaders 
ad been trained by TDU. Ron Carey, the 
refonn Teamsters president who crafted the 
successful strike strategy, had made his name 
as president of a UPS local and was elected 
largely with the support of TDU. John 
weeney pointed out that he could think 
of no greater boost to organizing efforts 
than this successful high-profile strike. 
Boeing is one of the world's largest cor-
porations. In fact, if it were a country it 
would rank in the top 20 in terms of Gross 
Domestic Product. In 1995, when Interna-
tional Association of Machinists officials 
came to workers with a contract that would 
have forced them to pay a portion of health 
care costs just days after the company an-
nounced record profits, workers voted over-
helmingly to strike. Twice more during the 
strike, union officials came back with 
slightly sweetened deals, and twice more 
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members voted to stay out. After 69 days, 
they finally approved a satisfactory deal. 
But workers might never have had the 
opportunity to ex.press their opposition to 
the contract if rank-and-file pressure had 
not forced union officials to accept a pro-
posal that pennitted three days for mem-
bers to review a tentative contract before 
voting on it. 
That change was prompted in 1992, when 
tens of thousands of Boeing workers me, 
in the Seattle Superdome to vote on a con-
tract that was summarized for them only 
minutes before. Union officials spoke of 
the strike option not as a weapon to achiev 
economic justice, but as a threat against 
the members themselves. Members ap 
proved the contract only to discover hid-
den concessions omitted from the "sum-
mary." Unionists for Democratic Change, a 
rank-and-file reform caucus that linked ac-
tivists in the Seattle area with workers at 
Boeing's production plants in Kansas, be 
gan pressing for the three-day reform pe-
riod, which was agreed to only when UDO 
mounted an insurgent campaign that threat-
ened to topple the 1AM Boeing leadership 
In 1995, workers used the three days 
not just to study the terms of the tentative 
contract, but to march en masse, banging 
their toolboxes, through the union's enor 
mous plant demonstrating their ow 
strength and solidarity. 
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organizing. This is because many 
union administrations operate as top-
heavy, bloated political patronage 
machines where top officers rake in 
high salaries. (One International 
union of just 60,000 members has 
eight officers who earn more than 
$300,000 per year, and another two 
dozen who earn over $100,000.) 
They have little incentive to cut back 
in order to organize new workers. 
Because it relies on the organization, 
education and leadership of the rank 
and file, the alternative program cre-
ates a constituency that is able to 
hold leaders accountable for a program that 
advances its interests. 
When the union democracy model 
works, as it has in large sections of the 
Teamsters union and in several locals, the 
results are dramatic.Not only do democratic 
unions tend to win stronger contracts and 
enforce them more effectively, they orga-
nize more new members and are far more 
connected with their communities. When 
mrions operate honestly, effectively, and demo-
cratically, members are more willing to 
continued on page three 
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volunteer their time on organizing cam-
paigns as well as political action and form-
ing alliances with community groups. 
History of Dissent and Struggle 
The union democracy movement 
achieved its first national victory in 1973 
when a rank-and-file group, Miners for 
Democracy, threw out a corrupt regime that 
had pilfered the union treasury and used 
violence to suppress dissent. (Ousted 
mineworker president Tony Boyle was con-
victed of ordering the murder of the insur-
gent reform candidate for union president, 
Jock Yabolonski, who was shotgunned 
along with his wife and daughter as they 
slept). The insurgents' victory unleashed a 
wave of strike activity that brought substan-
tial gains for miners. 
A few years later, when the Steelwork-
ers International leadership made an indefi-
nite pledge not to go on strike, rank-and-
file Steelworkers rallied around Ed 
Sadlowski 's insurgency. (Many unions 
agree not to strike during the life of a con-
tract; the Steelworkers union pledged not 
to strike even after the contract had ex-
pired!). The Sadlowski campaign came 
close but fell short of winning a direct vote 
of the union membership. Nevertheless, the 
campaign had a substantial impact on the 
internal character of the union and led to 
the end of the no strike agreement. 
In 1991, the nation's largest and most 
experienced national reform group, Teamsters 
for a Democratic Union, pulled a stunning 
upset victory by electing Ron Carey presi-
dent in a government supervised election. 
On the local level, there are dozens of 
examples of successful rank-and-file demo-
cratic reform. In New York City, the mili-
tant New Directions caucus in the 33,000-
member Transport Workers Local 100 was 
elected after 15 years of organizing. Two-
thirds of the membership voted in the elec-
tion. In Seattle, New York City, Boston, 
northern California, and other areas reform 
movements have spilled over from one 
union to another, energizing the atmosphere 
of the whole region. 
Still Battling Uphill 
Although the mounting numbers of re-
form successes are gradually establishing 
the importance and value of rank-and-file 
democracy in more mainstream labor 
circles, the movement faces many obstacles. 
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In some unions, members who exercise their 
democratic rights to organize still face retali-
ation, even firings, and sometimes violence. 
For example, members of the Workers 
Coalition, a group seeking greater democ-
racy and militancy in the International 
Longshoremen Association, faced an array 
of internal union charges sponsored by the 
incumbent leaders that could result in their 
expulsion from the union. The Coalition's 
leaders, not coincidentally, are African 
Americans-a group that is greatly under-
represented in the International leadership. 
Abuse of the union disciplinary system 
is but one obstacle for reformers. Union 
incumbents also enjoy complete control of 
union communication network, treasury, 
and elections procedure. They have unfet-
tered access to the membership and virtu-
ally unlimited legal resources. Moreover, 
they can often count on intimidation or fir-
ings from employers who have an interest 
in keeping militants out of office. 
For all these reasons, many progressives 
who support a strong labor movement be-
cause of its ability to win fairness and dig-
nity for its members, as well as to play a 
crucial role in a broader coalition for so-
cial and economic justice, have come to 
see that it is often not enough to simply 
support labor in its battles against employ-
ers. Sometimes, it is also necessary to sup-
port union members who are battling 
within their unions against corruption and 
for democratic and strong unions. 
Carl Biers directs the Association for 
Union Democracy, 5 00 State Street, 2nd 
Floor, New York, NY 11217; 
www.uniondemocracy.org. 
AUD Helps Enforce the Labor Bill of Rights 
CARLBIERS 
The majority of union members in the US, those that belong to unions that 
represent private sector workers, are gov-
erned by a federal law: the Labor Manage-
ment Reporting and Disclosure Act, which 
protects their democratic rights. It contains 
a Union Member's Bill of Rights which pro-
vides for free speech, due process, and 
equal rights in the union. It requires that 
elections of union officers be held at regu-
lar intervals; that unions file reports dis-
closing salaries and other financial infor-
mation with the Department of Labor; and 
that union officers use funds in the best 
interest of the members. It is enforced 
through private suit in federal court or 
through the Department of Labor. 
Few members know their rights or that 
they have recourse if their rights are vio-
lated. The Association for Union-Democ-
racy (AUD) educates union members on 
their rights and how to exercise them 
through workshops, conferences, pam-
phlets, books, and direct counseling. 
Examples: a member who is dissatisfied 
with her union leadership puts together a 
slate of opponents to run for office. Several 
of them are disqualified because union elec-
tion rules say that to be eligible, candidates 
must have attended three-quarters of all 
monthly union meetings over the past two 
years. She complains to AUD about the 
rule and learns that such rules have been 
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declared illegal by federal courts as a re-
sult of litigation brought by members of 
another union. The courts ruled that such 
requirements are antidemocratic and vio-
late federal law because they make the 
overwhelming majority (usually more 
than 95%) ineligible to run for office. 
A union member who publishes his 
own independent rank-and-file newsletter 
was brought up on charges of "creating 
dissension," tried at a union hearing, and 
expelled from the union. The newsletter 
contained information about union offic-
ers' salaries and was often critical of their 
performance in contract negotiations. He 
consults AUD and learns that the charges 
and his expulsion are a clear cut violation 
of his rights to free speech. He is referred 
to an attorney who quickly wins his rein-
statement and legal fees from the union. 
An insurgent candidate for union office 
was denied a copy of the union mailing list 
for her campaign. She learns from AUD that 
although the union is not required to pro-
vide the list, they are required to mail out 
her literature to all members, at her expense, 
and to let her review the list once before 
the election. She also learned that she had 
a right to have observers at the election 
and counting of the ballots and of the pro-
cedure for filing complaints of violations. 
Association for Union Democracy, 500 
State Street, 2nd Floor, New York, NY 
11217; www.uniondemocracy.org. 
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Still Alone in a Crowd 
Tradeswomen Struggle for Representation 
JANELATOUR 
T n July 1943, Transportation Magazine 
Jprovided 11 tips for male supervisors on 
getting more efficiency out of women em-
ployees. "There's no longer any question 
whether transit companies should hire 
women for jobs formerly 
held by men. The important 
things now are to select the 
most efficient women avail-
able and bow to use them to 
the best advantage." Man-
agers expert in extracting the 
greatest efficiency from male 
employees were suddenly 
confronted with the novelty 
of females in the workplace. 
For a time, the draft and 
manpower shortage settled 
the question as to women's 
"suitability" for working in 
transportation and in all of 
the other skilled jobs. 
viding for goals and timetables for women 
on federally funded construction jobs did 
the blue-collar, skilled trades once again 
open up for women. It was at that point that 
women began to enter apprenticeship pro-
grams and to work in construction. In the 
23-year interval since the 1978 regulations 
Harder to find in NYC is a female 
firefighter. Out of a force of 12,000, cur-
rently only 28 women fight fires. The first 
class of female firefighters, which entered 
the NYFD in 1982, is retiring. And the cur-
rent crop, aided by their organization, 
United Women Firefighters, is embroiled 
in a fight to obtain bathrooms for those 
women stationed in firehouses that have 
never before been home to a female in the 
NYFD. While the unions that represent the 
firefighters and police officers are no 
longer fighting in court to keep women out 
of these jobs, neither are 
they proving to be allies. 
The women are on their own 
in their fight against the on-
going discrimination and 
extreme sexual harassment 
experienced by female 
cops in the NYPD or the 
current struggles such as 
the effort to secure bath-
room facilities for the fe-
male firefighters. 
World War II provided 
women with an opportunity 
to prove what they could do. 
As millions of American 
men enlisted in the armed 
forces in the early 1940s, 
they left their jobs in trans-
portation, the construction 
Women's Committee members show off their t-shirts and banner at the 
Elsewhere throughout 
the city's bureaucracies, 
women working in "non-
traditional" jobs still work 
in isolation and still face 
extreme hostility and ha-
rassment. One by one and 
two by two they occupy 
their trades- one female 
carpenter; two female 
steamfitters- and num-
bers are hard to come by. 
The city is reluctant to 
panel discussion on "Women's Organizing in the High-Skill , High-Pay 
Jobs," May 22, 2001. Photo courtesy of Association for Union Democracy 
industry, auto, rubber and steel. Those jobs 
were crucial to maintaining a supply of war 
materials to the American military forces. 
As the need for skilled labor grew, women 
were recruited for defense work. Three mil-
lion women worked in "non-traditional" 
jobs. After the war ended, companies hired 
returning servicemen to replace the women. 
The postwar lay-offs of women working in 
"men's jobs" led to reversals for women in 
their ability to even be considered for em-
ployment in the skilled, blue-collar jobs that 
traditionally (without the intervention of a 
war-time crisis) discriminated against 
women. 
Not until the enactment of the equal 
employment provisions of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, the subsequent activism of 
the Women's Movement in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, and the 1978 regulations pro-
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were enacted, progress has been undeniable. 
But it has also been sporadic and slow. 
The Problems of Hostility and Isolation 
Currently, pockets of progress exist-
as in transportation. It is not uncommon to 
see women at the wheel of crosstown and 
cross-country buses. New York City's 
MTA- the Metropolitan Transportation 
Authority - has laid out a welcome mat for 
women to attract them into the construc-
tion trades in the Structures Department. 
The evidence is everywhere visible-
women are a familiar sight throughout the 
transit system in structures, maintenance 
and repair, dispatch, operators and conduc-
tor positions that formerly were all occu-
pied by men. And the MTA provides bath-
rooms, lockers, changing facilities and other 
amenities for females throughout the system. 
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document its on-going inability to address 
either the performance of the agencies they 
oversee or the contractors and unions that 
do business with the city. 
In the private sector, the same situation 
holds true. Finding a woman tradesworker 
outside one of the many construction sites 
in New York is like trying to find the pro-
verbial needle in the haystack. Women are 
there, but in small numbers. Nationally, 
women make up less than 2% of the 
workforce in construction. 
Unlike in 1964, today it is not uncom-
mon to see a female doctor, lawyer, judge, 
banker or professor, but it is still mighty 
hard to find a female carpenter. In her book, 
We 'll Call You If We Need You: Stories of 
Women Working Construction, pioneering 
electrician and author Susan Eisenberg 
continued on page five 
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quoted Irene Soloway: "It's unbelievable. 
Sometimes I'm working somewhere, and 
some woman goes, 'Oh, I've never seen a 
woman carpenter before.' And I'm like, 
Jesus Christ! I've been doing this for 15 
years, and it's still considered really odd!" 
Soloway is no longer working as a civil 
service carpenter for NY C's Health & Hos-
pitals Corporation. She took early retire-
ment and segued into a second career. A 
pioneer who came into the carpenters' 
union when it was forced to open up to 
women, Soloway is typical of women of 
that first generation. Many of the original 
trailblazers are now seeking second careers, 
retiring from their positions and setting out 
in new directions. Years of repeated efforts 
to organize for their own rights and the 
rights of co-workers have led many 
tradeswomen to the point where they choose 
early retirement rather than continue on in 
their trades. But the issues they struggled 
with throughout their years as women work-
ing in "non-traditional" jobs remain. 
Women like Soloway, Eisenberg, fire-
fighter Brenda Berkman (lead plaintiff in 
the Berkman v. Koch lawsuit that opened 
up the Fire Department to women), and all 
of the other path-breaking sisters contrib-
uted an invaluable legacy. However, in or-
der to reap the benefits of the contribu-
tions that the pioneers made, access to 
blue-collar, skilled jobs needs to become a 
reality. The gains of the women's movement 
need to extend to working-class women. 
Otherwise, working-class women will be 
stuck in the female occupational ghettoes, 
earning wages well below those that can 
provide for the sustenance of a family. 
Women of Color 
Facing the burden of race and gender 
discrimination, women of color are doubly 
disadvantaged. For example, non-tradi-
tional jobs such as police officers and 
firefighters offer higher earnings and usu-
ally more benefits than other service occu-
pations. According to figures from the 
Women's Bureau of the US Department of 
Labor, in 1996, only 26 percent of female 
police and detectives were black. In addi-
tion, only 20 percent were working in 
firefighting and fire prevention occupa-
tions in 1996. Meanwhile there has been a 
79 percent increase between 1986 and 1996 
for black women entering higher-paying ca-
reer oriented managerial and professional 
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specialty occupations. 
A new study, "Lessons of Affirmative 
Action for Women in the US Highway Con-
struction Industry" by Ph.D. and union 
electrician Vivian Price focuses on race and 
gender. Price documents that women of 
color recognize union membership as a 
benefit for getting work, but not necessar-
ily better treatment or better representa-
tion. She writes: "[S]ince there are few in 
national union leadership who openly con-
front racism and sexism, especially in the 
building trades, community and advocate 
efforts are all the more important." 
Examples of Women Organizing 
Despite the fact that these are hard 
times for activists, tradeswomen and their 
advocates are organizing to find solutions 
to the ongoing exclusion, discrimination 
and harassment that keep women from ex-
periencing equal employment opportunity. 
A few examples highlight these efforts. 
• TNT - Tradeswomen Now and To-
morrow: Since April 2000, tradeswomen 
and advocates from coast to coast have 
been working to develop TNT, a national 
organization with the mission "to promote 
policies and actions that achieve women's 
economic equity by increasing the number 
of women in trade and technical jobs and 
by improving their working conditions." 
TNT is a national coalition oftradeswomen's 
advocates and organizations ·combining 
regional efforts to create a national voice. 
www.tradeswomennow.org. 
• National Tradeswomen 's Conference: 
This conference in Denver, Colorado in mid-
October will provide an opportunity for 
tradeswomen, unions and employers to 
address issues surrounding women work-
ing in the highway and bridge construc-
tion and transportation trades. The con-
ference will tackle topics like apprentice-
ships, educating girls about careers in the 
trades, diversity, women's legal rights in 
the workplace, and strategies in recruit-
ment. Tradeswomen will have the oppor-
tunityt~ meet and learn from women who 
have led the way and to network with other 
tradeswomen from around the country. 
www.tradeswomenconference.com 
• Women's Project /Association for 
Union Democracy & Operati.on Punch List 
(OPL) The Women's Project initiated OPL 
as a coalition effort to bring activists, ad-
vocates, tradeswomen, trade unionists and 
other allies together to share expertise and 
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find a way to tackle the outstanding issues 
that prevent women from achieving equal 
employment opportunity. Working together 
with the National Organization for Women 
Legal Defense and Education Fund (NOW 
LDEF), tradeswomen from the Operating 
Engineers, Electricians, Plumbers, Carpen-
ters, Firefighters, Teamsters and others are 
working to address issues of exclusion and 
discrimination, to promote visibility and 
public awareness of the issues facing 
women in skilled, blue-collar jobs, and to 
mobilize resources to the point where col-
lective pressure can create the political will 
to bring about change . 
www.uniondemocracy.org 
• Boston Tradeswomen's Network 
(BTN) / Women in the Building Trades 
(WIBT): BTN and WIBT collaborate on 
projects such as training and outreach ac-
tivities that work towards achieving the 
goals of increasing the percentage of 
women in non-traditional careers and edu-
cating them to their available options. 
Founded in 1990, BTN is a grassroots 
group of tradeswomen that works to affect 
local, state, and national policy; to imple-
ment, monitor and expand affirmative ac-
tion standards; and to challenge gender-
biased work and educational policies and 
practices. btnwomen@netzero.net 
BTN President Felicia E. Battley sums 
up the situation best. Says Battley, a black, 
skilled trades ironworker [Local #7]: "This 
is not the time to become complacent nor 
content with the minimum progress attained 
since the passage of President Jimmy 
Carter's mandate to allow women access 
to non-traditional training and employment 
in 1978. The 6.9% participation goal for 
women needs a more vigorous attempt to 
achieve it. We continue to need all 
tradeswomen to voice their concerns and 
issues, so that the face of the American 
workforce displays all of its diversity and 
not just what some would have us believe 
it to be. The National Tradeswomen's con-
ference and Tradeswomen Now and To-
morrow can be a perfect vehicle to let your 
voices resonate loud, proud and strong. 
Won~ you join us? " 
Jane Latour directs Hard Hat News and 
manages the Womens Project of the 
Association for Union Democracy. Both 
groups received grants from RESIST. For 
information, contact AUD, 5 00 State 
Street, 2nd Floor, New York, NY 11217. 
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Upstairs Union, Downstairs Union 
MIKE ORRFELT 
I ve heard it and you've heard it. Some egular, average hard hat, a union mem-
ber, says, "Screw the union. The union 
screwed me over, and I say 'Screw the union. '" 
What do you say to that guy? He prob-
ably did get screwed over by his union- it 
happens often enough. He has a legitimate 
gripe and nothing you say is going to con-
vince him that he doesn't. 
Besides, after paying your dues, wait-
ing at the hall when somebody jumps the 
list and goes out ahead of you, watching 
your rights as a union member get eroded 
year after year- you might, somewhere in 
the back of your mind, think "Screw the 
union" is justified. 
But you know that "Screw the union" 
isn't the answer. After all, the union is the 
best, sometimes the only, protection a work-
ing hard hat has for wages, benefits and 
conditions. We all hate to see another union 
member who really doesn ' t like the union. 
So try this idea on your disgruntled 
brother or sister: Every union is made of an 
upstairs and a downstairs. The downstairs 
union is the people who do the work de-
scribed in the union's name- and only 
those who do that work. In the Carpenters' 
Union, the downstairs union would be ev-
eryone who does actual carpentry, from 
apprentices to stewards, including retirees. 
You know, the ones with the calluses. 
The upstairs union is absolutely every-
one else---the business agents, secretaries, 
fund administrators, international vice-
presidents ... everyone. If they don't do 
carpentry, they are in the upstairs union. 
Now, after you explain it this way, ask 
your unhappy union brother/sister just who 
screwed them, the upstairs union or the 
downstairs union. The answer, after a short 
pause, is always, "The upstairs union." 
This is probably because the downstairs 
union people (also known as "members" 
or "the rank and file") cannot screw them 
out of much more than a twenty-dollar loan 
or a temporary job--nothing as big as they 
were just complaining about. 
But the upstairs union, the one where 
everybody has soft hands and does not 
carry heavy objects for a living - that place 
sometimes (too often) does screw union 
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members. Perhaps because they have other 
things on their minds, perhaps because 
they have their own world to worry about -
and it is not the same world as the working 
hard hat's world. Or perhaps because, after 
all, they make their living off of working 
hard hats, ... and the union is, to them, a 
business. For any or all of these reasons, 
the upstairs union office (the fund office, 
the local union office, the international 
union headquarters office) can be a hostile 
environment for downstairs union people. 
Maybe the disgruntled union member 
has a point. But with this way oflooking at 
it, they no longer must see the whole union 
as screwing them. Only the folks who, some-
how, have gotten out of control, who seem 
to be running the union for their own ben-
efit and not for the benefit of the members 
who pay the dues. Maybe it can even help 
them see just who should be running the 
union- the hard-working, dues-paying, 
rank-and-file folks ... in the downstairs union. 
Mike Orrfelt is the editor a/Hard Hat 
Construction Magazine, which received 
a grantfrom RESIST in 1998. For more 
information, contact them at PO Box 
40668, San Francisco, CA 94140; 
www.hardhatmagazine.org. 
The New Rank and File 
ANDY PIASCIK 
The New Rank and File, by Alice and 
Staughton Lynd, Cornell University Press, 
2000; 254 pp. 
On September 14, 1995, in one of his last acts as president of the Service 
Employees International Union, John 
Sweeney placed SEIU Local 399 in Los 
Angeles into trusteeship. Local 399 had 
gained national prominence for its militant 
Justice for Janitors campaign. Three 
months before the trusteeship, an insur-
gent slate won a surprising election vic-
tory in the local that swept out the entire 
executive board except for the president, 
who ran unopposed. The new board mem-
bers were the candidates of the Multiracial 
Alliance, the majority of whom were people 
of color. In Alice and Staughton Lynd's The 
New Rank and File, Multiracial Alliance 
member Andrea Camey describes the de-
feated board as an old boys network, old 
boys who ''were 'liberals, ' 'progressives, ' 
even self-described 'radicals, ' who had 
fallen into practices associated with more 
traditional union bureaucracies." Local 399 
was subsequently re-structured and, al-
though members of the Multiracial Alliance 
continued to be active, the momentum they 
had built up in 1995 was effectively dispersed. 
One month after imposing the Local 399 
trusteeship, Sweeney and the New Voice 
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slate ascended to the leadership of the AFL-
CIO. Few incidents better crystallize the 
problems that continue to plague the labor 
movement five years after Sweeney's elec-
tion than that which unfolded in Local 399. 
The gulf between workers and those that 
sit atop the labor movement is as wide as it 
has ever been, and there is no indication of 
change any time soon. This gulf manifests 
itself most importantly in the fear most 
union officers have of the initiative and 
self-activity of workers. Not only do those 
at the top of the labor movement have dif-
ferent lifestyles, incomes and work lives 
than workers, they have completely differ-
ent-sometimes antithetical-views of the 
world. To the extent that labor's officialdom 
continues to fear and oppose the initiative 
of workers more than it opposes the agenda 
of corporate America, nothing has changed. 
For the past 3 0 years Alice and 
Staughton Lynd have done groundbreaking 
work in giving voice to rank and file work-
ers, and the story of the Multiracial Alli-
ance is one of those that appears in The 
NewRankandFile. Their 1973 bookRank 
and File: Personal Histories by Working 
Class Organizers brought together the sto-
ries of a number of rank and file activists 
radicalized during the upheaval of the 
1930s. The stories highlighted the bottom 
up nature of the organizing done prior to 
the consolidation of the CIO as an auto-
continued on page seven 
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cratic bureaucracy. That accomplishment 
was significant enough, for labor is still 
largely told from the perspective of middle 
and upper level officialdom. What made 
Rank and File all the more noteworthy was 
that among those interviewed were activ-
ists from various tendencies on the left. 
Few other books have spent so little time 
grinding sectarian axes and so underscored 
the similar experiences of workers at the rank 
and file level whether they were Socialists, 
Communists, Trotskyists or anarchists. 
Telling Workers' Stories 
The timing of the The New Rank and 
File could not be better. Not only does it 
provide us with a number of inspiring largely 
unreported rank and file stories, it contrib-
utes greatly to the questions facing the 
labor movement. Through the voices of 
workers, The New Rank and File ventures 
where none of the literature-much of it 
by radicals-that has come out in the ex-
citement of the election of the Sweeney 
slate has dared to go. 
A number of stories in The New Rank 
and File detail ongoing battles workers 
have had to wage against union officials 
as well as against bosses. One such story 
is that of Ed Mann of Youngstown, to 
whom the book is dedicated. He details the 
key ways in which union bureaucrats be-
gin to develop ways of doing business ( and 
ultimately an ideology) that separates them 
from workers, and activist groups of work-
ers who fought such developments. They 
pressed demands that union officials con-
tinue to work in the workplace, that offi-
cials' salaries be no higher than members, 
and that stewards be elected and not ap-
pointed. "They co-opted the unions with 
the grievance procedure and the dues 
check-off," Mann says. "They quit deal-
ing with the rank and file and started deal-
ing with the people who wanted to be 
bosses like them, the union bosses." 
Marshall Ganz's story highlights one of 
the themes that runs through the book: how 
the generation of young people radicalized 
in the 1960s who went on to organize 
among workers made participatory democ-
racy the backbone of their work. Ganz went 
directly from the heart of the civil rights 
movement to working as an organizer for 
the United Farm Workers in California in 
1965. He recounts how farm workers-
among the lowest paid doing some of the 
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most difficult work-built not just their own 
organization but a social movement whose 
struggle reverberated throughout the coun-
try. When workers went on strike, the union 
staff received the same in strike benefits as 
the workers and no more. Ganz also re-
counts what he describes as the gradual 
centralization of power into the hands of 
Cesar Chavez and his closest supporters. 
The New Rank and File is, as the Lynds 
say in the introduction, more a book about 
worker self-organization and the labor 
movement than it is about the union move-
ment. The distinction is important, for the 
emphasis is on workers taking control of 
the most important aspects of their work 
lives. Some of the stories are ofrank-and-
file caucuses both formal and informal such 
as the Multiracial Alliance. There are also 
stories like that ofNew York's Chinese Staff 
and Worker Association that workers-
primarily from Chinatown's sweatshops 
and restaurants- go to when their unions 
are not doing what they're supposed to. 
And there's the amazing story of the Coa-
lition of University Employees (CUE), an 
independent union of clericals at the cam-
puses of the University of California. 
CUE grew out of the dissatisfaction 
workers felt with their AFSCME local. They 
proceeded to resign from AFSCME, form 
their own union and, after handily defeat-
ing AFSCME in a representation election, 
build their organization from the bottom 
up. They have operated with their officers 
remaining full-time in the workplace and 
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with never more than a handful of staff. 
They have also remained independent, pre-
ferring not to affiliate with any of the na-
tional AFL-CIO unions. As evidence of the 
drastically different approach CUE has 
taken to organizing compared to AFSCME 
and most AFL-CIO unions, they have, un-
til the recent enactment of agency fees leg-
islation, maintained a pay-what-you-can 
dues structure. Claudette Begin describes 
the CUE approach this way: "We approach 
people and say, 'It's much more important 
to us for you to be a member, to be in-
volved, to vote on things, than the amount 
of money you give us.'" 
The Lynds have also underscored the 
common threads that unite workers around 
the world. Thus we have Hasan, a Pales-
tinian unionist based in the occupied West 
Bank, echoing Claudette Begin's words 
when he says, "We never organize with 
finances as our organizing tool .... (w)e 
cannot allow our funds to define our work, 
or we would not have been able to get this 
far." And so it is with workers in Guate-
mala, Nicaragua and Mexico as well as the 
West Bank, all admittedly operating under 
more dangerous and desperate conditions 
than those in the United States but all driven 
by the same principle: to build organiza-
tions that belong to them. 
With The New Rank and File the Lynds 
have come remarkably close to duplicating 
the achievement of their 1973 book. It is 
must-reading for anyone either working in 
the labor movement or looking to it as a 
force for social change. There is no sense 
of defeatism or complacency in its pages, 
just numerous stories of dedicated people 
building democratic, militant organizations. 
Whether enough push from below devel-
ops within the mainstream oflabor anytime 
soon remains to be seen, but the stories in 
The New Rank and File are testimony to 
the fact that rank-and-file solidarity union-
ism is happening in more places than most 
of us realize. The words of one-time CUE 
president Elinor Levine about their experi-
ence are appropriate to all of the work be-
ing done by rank and filers against long 
odds: "Us trying to build this new union 
[ syc.] is . . . so starry-eyed and hopeful. 
Other than having a baby, it's just about 
the most optimistic thing you can do." 
Andy Piascik works with the Association 
for Union Democracy in New York. 
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RESIST awards grants six times a year to 
groups throughout the United States en-
gaged in activism for social and economic 
justice. In this issue of the Newsletter we 
list a few grant recipients from our August 
2001 allocation cycle. For information, 
contact the groups at the addresses below. 
Padres Unidos 
2009 W 33rd Avenue, Denver, CO 80211 
Padres Unidos (Parents United) came 
together about 10 years ago as a group 
of concerned and disenfranchised par-
ents in Denver ready for an institutional 
change in the education of their children. 
They developed into an organization 
focused on justice for all students. Their 
goals are to decrease student drop-out/ 
push-out rates, achieve educational 
reforms, and track Latino and Black stu-
dents to college. Parents develop the 
skills to challenge the educational system 
and organize in their communities to 
advocate for all children in the Parent 
Leadership Program. 
Resist awarded Padres Unidos $3,000 
for general support to aid them in their 
campaigns, including Education Not 
Incarceration, and Education is a Right 
Not a Privilege campaigns. 
(JRANTS 
AUD - The Women's Project 
5 00 State Street, Brooklyn, NY 11217 
www.uniondemocracy.org 
The Women's Project ( of the Association 
for Union Democracy) began in 1985 to 
actively address specific issues faced by 
tradeswomen, including discrimination, 
sexual harassment and unequal treatment 
in the workplace. The Women's Project 
strives to put blue-collar working class 
women back on the agenda of the women's 
movement and to create changes in "non-
traditional" job settings, legislation, 
regulations, and unions. 
Resist awarded the Women's Project a 
multi-year award of $3,000 each year for 
their latest project, Operation Punch List. 
(See page five for more information.) 
Kandid Coalition 
PO Box 14044, Rochester, NY 14614 
www.kandidcoalition.org 
Recent statistics from the Toxic Release 
Inventory Data indicate that Eastman 
Kodak is New York's number one manu-
facturing polluter. The Kandid Coalition 
has been working for five years to stop 
Kodak's dioxin emission and incineration 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
• 
Join the Resist Pledge Program 
We'd like you to consider 
becoming a Resist Pledge. 
Pledges account for over 
30% of our income. 
By becoming a pledge, you help 
guarantee Resist a fixed and dependable 
source of income on which we can 
build our grant-making program. 
In return, we will send you a monthly 
pledge letter and reminder along with 
your newsletter. We will keep you 
up-to-date on the groups we have 
funded and the other work being done 
at Resist. 
So take the plunge and become a Resist 
Pledge! We count on you, and the 
groups we fund count on us. 
Yes/ I'll become a 
RESIST Pledge. 
I'll send you my pledge of $ __ 
every month/quarter/six months/ 
year (circle one). 
[ ] Enclosed is an initial pledge 
contribution of $ ___ . 
[ ] I can't join the pledge program 
now, but here's a contribution of 
$ ___ to support your work. 
Name ________ _ 
Address _______ _ 
City/State/Zip ______ _ 
Phone ________ _ 
Donations to Resist are tax-deductible. 
Resist • 259 Elm Street • Suite 201 • Somerville • MA • 02144 
• 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
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which cause adverse health effects in the 
local population, including a rapid in-
crease in childhood brain cancer and 
pancreatic cancer. The Coalition has 
forced Kodak to reveal all environmental 
liabilities to shareholders, and pressured 
the state to fine Kodak $775,000. 
Resist's grant of$3,000 will provide 
support to the Corporate Environmental 
Accountability Campaign. 
UNETE 
33 N. Central #419, Medford, OR 97501 
unetel@aol.com 
Unete is a movement of farmworkers 
organizing to defend immigrant rights 
through education and advocacy. Unete 
formed in 1996 to address the need for 
farmworker representation in legislative 
actions, organize farmworkers in Rogue 
Valley, educate farmworkers to defend 
themselves, build a strong immigrants' 
rights movement, and build community 
support for farmworker issues. 
Resist's grant of$2,000 will help Unete 
provide a space for migrant and perma-
nent farmworkers to access state and 
local service agencies at the annual 
outreach event, Farm Worker Day. 
Women of Color Alliance 
PO Box 603, Meridian, ID 83680 
The Women of Color Alliance (WOCA) 
grew out of a series of dialogues between 
Latina, Native American, African Ameri-
can and Asian women in 1998. They 
formed WOCA to support each other and 
challenge the economic inequity, racial 
bias, and gender discrimination perpetu-
ated by state policies and actions. WOCA's 
"mission is to develop a firm and institu-
tional foundation for social change activ-
ism led by and on behalf of women of 
color in Idaho." WOCA is currently work-
ing together with other Native women on 
a campaign to remove the word "squaw" 
from all Idaho landmarks. 
Resist's general support grant of 
$3,000 will help WOCA continue to 
develop and build capacity. 
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